Strong foundations by Elliott, Alison
The recent Strong Foundations partnership between Charles 
Darwin University's School of Education, Catholic Education 
NT and twelve Northern Territory early learning centres and 
preschools aims to boost children's early literacy and numeracy 
skills and support the transition to school.
The Australian Government-funded two year project responds to 
the urgent need to improve early literacy and numeracy outcomes 
for Territory children, especially Indigenous children in remote 
communities, and to belter prepare children for school-based 
learning and teaching,
Slrong Foundations partnerships support educators in each early learning context to 
develop innovotive, sustainable and culturally engaging approaches to literacy and 
numeracy learning that hove a strong evidence base and demonstrated record of 
success. Early childhood practitioners work as 'on the ground' researchers to implement 
new ond 'tried and true' pedagogic approaches tha t enrich learning environments and 
support children's leorning.
THE 'T W O - W A Y S '  APPROACH
Central to each project is a two-way learning relationship that draws on a blend of 
local woys of knowing, thinking ond doing, and evidence about effective literocy 
and mathematics learning approaches, especially for children learning English os an 
additional language.
Each local project was developed in conjunction with a Chorles Darwin University (CDU) 
acodemic mentor to meet a local need. Early childhood centre staff and CDU staff 
are co-researchers in the projects. Projects capitalise on important local woys of being, 
knowing and doing, and local learning needs ond contexts.
Underpinning the development of each project were notions about:
1. contextual sensitivity, cultural engagement and responsiveness
2. collaborative knowledge building for children, early childhood staff and CDU staff, 
including transferability of understandings and skills within ond across contexts
3. evidence-based woys of enhancing learning outcomes and progressively 
monitoring ond documenting children's learning, and
4. building and supporting early childhood practitioners' skills in enhancing 
foundational literacy and numeracy learning environments.
Importantly, the 'two-ways' approach recognises and values all participants' abilities to 
support each other while co-developing the understandings and skids needed to enhance 
learning opportunities, contexts and outcomes.
Specifically, the 'two-ways' orientation 
of projects atm to:
* incorporate emerging personal and 
cultural identities as key pillars in leorning
* develop 'school ways' of knowing, 
thinking and doing that better connect 
with local ways of knowing, thinking and 
doing, and
* implement pedagogically strong ond 
culturally engaging woys of developing 
literocy and mathematical knowledges 
needed to articulate with school-based 
learning pathways.
A U N I Q U E  O P P O R T U N IT Y
Deputy Director of Catholic Education, 
Brenda Keenan says Strong Foundations 'is 
a unique educational opportunity for staff, 
parents and children in Indigenous Catholic 
community preschools and our urban 
Catholic early learning centres.'
While each project at each early leorning 
centre has a different focus, all are 
concerned with explicitly ond systematically 
boosting literocy and numeracy outcomes in 
the context of existing staffing and programs.
Staff at two Indigenous preschools, 
for example, are focusing mainly on 
strengthening oral language ond familiarity 
with the school culture. At the Our lady of 
the Sacred Heart Little Children's Learning 
Place in Alice Springs the project focuses 
on building English vocabulary, fluency and 
confidence by substantially increasing the 
active use of oral English through rhyme, 
song, conversations and chorus reading.
At Ltyente Apurte, south of Alice Springs, the 
preschool class is strengthening children's 
confidence in using oral language in both 
English and Arrante through telling local 
traditional stories ond simitar Western stories.
In remote centres, where English is not 
children's first language, teaching is in both 
local languages and English.
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